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Based on The History of House-Girls Workshop held in Port Vila in 2001, under the auspices of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, the aim of this book  is to ‘record the recollections of indigenous women who had lived and worked as house-girls’ before Vanuatu’s independence in 1980 (p. 6).  Most of the book consists of the stories, guided by a number of pre-circulated questions, of 29 ni-Vanuatu women who had worked as house-girls for a variety of employers between World War 2 and Independence. Some of the women were present at the workshop, others had their testimony presented by Cultural Centre fieldworkers. Other chapters include an elderly French woman’s memories of a Tonkinese girl brought up in her home as a companion and servant, a series of interviews by Daniela Kraemer with house-girls in Port Vila in 2001, and concluding reflections by Daniela Kraemer and Margaret Rodman. 

The resulting book collects a number of fascinating and sometimes funny memories of colonial times. While the editors have, in their opening and concluding chapters, attempted to frame the accounts in terms of theoretical debates about women’s history, and the gendered and racialised divisions of colonial labour, the testimonies are individual and particular, focusing on named people, places and relationships. The short extracts in Bislama add to the sense of immediacy. The accounts vary in time and place: the earliest memories are from a Tannese woman relating the work her grandmother did for a missionary’s family, the most recent from the late 1970s. The employers described were mostly white Australian, British and French families in Vanuatu as missionaries, businesspeople, traders, teachers or public servants, but the house-girls also describe working for Chinese and ni-Vanuatu families, and washing for the American military. 

Most of the house-girls speak of their employment in surprisingly positive ways. There are stories of cruelty and sexual abuse, but they are few. While, as the editors note, Western women usually regard domestic work as a low-status occupation, the women interviewed took pride in their work and in their ability to earn money and cope with new experiences. It is clear that the most prized element of the employment for many women was the opportunity to forge new relationships and learn new skills and languages. The relationships often lasted after the employers returned to their home countries, and included continuing assistance to the house-girls’ children. Sewing was a skill learned and appreciated by many of the house-girls; ironing (especially of heavy uniforms) the least liked. Where there was friction with employers, this was often attributed to overly interfering ‘mistresses’, but there is little consideration of one likely cause of this – the unfamilarity with the role of ‘employer’, especially of domestic labour, on the part of many of the European women.  There is little consideration in the testimonies too of the later consequences for ni-Vanuatu house-girls of learning English or French while in employment, though the personal stories of some women suggest it may have given them the confidence to become Cultural Centre fieldworkers

Less positive than the stories of the pre-Independence house-girls are the interviews from 2001. Here stories of overwork and underpayment abound, especially relating to ni-Vanuatu employers. There is a much stronger sense than earlier that domestic work is of low status, presumably because a much wider range of occupations are now open to educated ni-Vanuatu women. But Kraemer suggests that another contributing factor to the discontent is the mixing of employment and kin and customary obligations when ni-Vanuatu employ their own young female kin. The house-girl is much less able to employ her ultimate weapon – to walk out on her employer and go back to the village, an option taken by several discontented house-girls in the pre-Independence stories. 

This book demonstrates the effectiveness of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre’s fieldworker program both in collecting oral testimony, and distributing the results of their work back to the communities of Vanuatu. It showcases the abilities of ni-Vanuatu women to collect and write their own history, and we must be thankful that this book and the Workshop that engendered it have documented the daily experiences of women, many of them now elderly, who experienced the colonial encounter within the private, domestic sphere. 


